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afety 


fears as 


junior doctors 
left to run A&E 


Staff shortages blamed for trainees 
‘fending for themselves’ overnight 


Denis Campbell 
Health policy editor 


Hospital patients’ safety is being put atrisk 
because inexperienced young doctors are 
too often being left in charge of A&E and 
other units, Britain’s medical regulator 
warns today. 

Understaffing and pressures on senior 
doctors mean that trainee medics are 
being forced to “fend for themselves” 
by looking after patients alone whose 
conditions they are not qualified to treat, 
said the General Medical Council, which 
has shared the findings of an in-depth 
study with the Guardian. 

“We are very worried when trainees tell 
us that they have been put in a position 
where they have been asked to act above 
and beyond their clinical competence 
and capabilities,” said the GMC chief 
executive, Charlie Massey. “That’s a con- 
cern because it creates very clear risks to 
patients from doctors who may not know 
what they’re doing. 

“In some cases trainees are being 
left to fend for themselves when they 
clearly don’t have the competence to 
make the decisions about patients’ treat- 
ment that are being asked of them,” he 
added. “That’s a real concern. Significant 
proportion of trainees, especially those 
early in their careers, feel very exposed in 
terms of what they are being asked to do. 
Trainees leftin this situation feel agitated 
and anxious that they don’t have enough 
supervision and worried that they might 
inadvertently cause harm to patients.” 

The head of the regulator said junior 
doctors who acted beyond their comp- 
etence “are at risk of losing their licence” if 
the care they give proved to be substand- 
ard and damaged the patient’s health. 

In its annual survey of the education 
and training of Britain’s 55,000 junior 
doctors, the GMC heard about incidents 
that left it concerned about them being 
left in charge despite their inexperience. 

In one hospital a group of young 
foundation-year doctors not long out 
of medical school began an overnight 
rotation in the A&E unit despite no 


induction or assessment of their skills. 
Massey said: “There was a very real risk 
that they could be working beyond their 
competence because they were on anight- 
shift with limited supervision, therefore 
they might have had to undertake tasks 
for which they weren’t qualified.” 

In another emergency department a 
foundation-year doctor on duty in the 
resuscitation unit put in a three requests 
for support from senior colleagues but no 
one came. “She had no choice but to make 
decisions about that patient herself, even 
though she wasn’t confident that she was 
competent to do so,” he said. 

Senior medics in a third A&E unit 
reported that junior doctors were display- 
ing symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder, such as continually interrupted 
sleep and uncertain decision-making. 
“That worried them and that worried us”. 

Dr Sarah Hallet, deputy chair of the 
British Medical Association’s junior 
doctors committee, said: “It is an all too 
common problem that many junior doc- 
tors move into new posts without a thor- 
ough induction. This is not the fault of 
senior doctors, who we know are under 
immense pressures and face ever-increas- 
ing workloads in a health service that is 
more and more overstretched. 

“Despite this, itis crucial junior doctors 
have access to appropriate training, and 
are able to work in an environment that 
is safe for both them and their patients.” 

A year after the junior doctors dispute 
in England that prompted eight walkouts 
by trainees, the number rating training as 
good or very good remains high at 76%. 
However, “a worrying number of doctors 
in training continue to raise concerns 
about heavy workloads and shortness 
of sleep while on duty, with some miss- 
ing educational opportunities because of 
these pressures”, the GMC’s report says. 

About 40% of trainees across all four 
home countries said workloads were 
“heavy” or “very heavy”, although that 
is slightly fewer than last year. Over half 
(54%) work beyond their rostered hours 
either daily or weekly and 22% regularly 
feel short of sleep while they are on duty. 
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The Royal Navy performed the » changing of the guard outside , Buckingham Palace 
yesterday - a first in the drill’s 357-year history Photograph: Simon Dawson/Reuters 
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Fox and EU 


deadlocked 
over Irish 
border deal 


Jessica Elgot 
Daniel Boffey 
Henry McDonald 


A final decision on the Northern Irish bor- 
der cannot be made until a UK-EU trade 
deal has been agreed, Liam Fox has said, 
despite warnings from Brussels that trade 
talks cannot proceed unlessan agreement 
on the former is reached within days. 

Ireland is seen as the key obstacle 
to proceeding to negotiations about a 
future trade relationship with the Euro- 
pean Union at a December summit, with 
the Irish government dissatisfied with the 
options offered so far to prevent a hard 
border with Northern Ireland. 

Leo Varadkar, the Irish prime minister, 
hassaid he wants a written guarantee that 
there will be no hard border, which Dublin 
believes can be achieved only by keeping 
the region within the single market and 
customs union. 

The trade secretary said that option was 
out of the question. “We don’t want there 
to be a hard border, but the UK is going to 
be leaving the customs union and the sin- 
gle market,” Fox told Sky News’s Sunday 
with Niall Paterson. 

Government sources conceded there 
was still some way to go on the question of 
the border, compared with the other two 
areas the EU has said also need to see suf- 
ficient progress: the financial settlement 
and the rights of EU citizens. 

However, the government is likely to 
stress the common ground on both sides 
- neither wants a hard border or physical 
border infrastructure - and the option to 
agree to Varadkar’s written guarantee has 
not yet been definitively ruled out. 

Fox said there needed to be clarity 
about the future trading relationship with 
the EU before the border question could 
be settled. “We have always had excep- 
tions for Ireland,” he said. “Whether it’s in 
our voting rights, our rights of residence in 
the UK, we have always accepted a certain 
asymmetry and that will have tobe part of 
whatever agreement we come to with the 
European Union. But we can’t come to a 
final answer to the Irish question until we 
get an idea of the end state. 

“And until we get into discussions with 
the EU on the end state that will be very 
difficult, so the quicker we can do that the 
better, and we are still in a position where 
the EU doesn’t want to do that.” 

Fox’s suggestion that a deal on the 
Irish border will not be finalised until 
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Warning over risk to refuge places for vulnerable women 


Jamie Grierson 


The lives of vulnerable women and 
children will be put at risk by proposed 
changes to funding for refuges, according 
to abuse survivors and charities. 

In little-publicised proposals, the 
government plans to remove refuges 
and other forms of short-term supported 
housing from the welfare system. 

It would mean vulnerable women flee- 
ing abusive partners would not be able 
to pay for accommodation using hous- 
ing benefit, the last guaranteed source of 
income available to refuges. On average, 
housing benefit makes up 53% of refuge 
funding. Katie Ghose, the chief executive 
of Women’s Aid, said: “The government’s 
proposed reforms to supported housing 


will dismantle our national network of 
lifesaving refuges and put the lives of 
women and children trying to escape 
domestic abuse at risk. This is a matter of 
life or death.” 

On average, two women a week are 
killed by a partner or ex-partner in Eng- 
land and Wales. Under the current spend- 
ing model, Women’s Aid found 94 women 
with 90 children were turned away from 
refuge services in one day. 


The proportion of 
women's refuge 
funding that comes 

in the form of housing 
benefit - but proposals 
by the government 
remove eligibility 


The warnings come as “16 Days”, an 
international campaign to end violence 
against women and girls, is launched. 

Instead of being able to use hous- 
ing benefit to fund refuges, the gov- 
ernment proposes handing a “ring- 
fenced” grant to councils for short-term 
supported housing. However, this does 
not exclusively cover refuges - it is also 
aimed at older people, homeless people, 
offenders, people with mental illness and 
drug addicts. Refuge staff and survivors 
of abuse told the Guardian that while they 
hada positive relationship with some local 
authorities, others were less engaged. 
More than 10% of domestic abuse organ- 
isations receive no council funding. 

The majority of women in refuges 
come from outside the local authority, 


with some travelling hundreds of miles 
for security reasons. 

Councils could be reluctant to spend 
cash on those from other counties and 
more likely to focus on local people, 
meaning a higher probability of a 
ring-fenced grant being spent on home- 
less or elderly people, Ghose said. 

“If pursued, the reforms will result 
in a postcode lottery of domestic abuse 
support services, with further refuges 
being forced to close their doors and more 
women and children being turned away 
from the lifesaving support they offer,” 
she said. “Without a safe space to escape 
to, more women and children’s lives will 
be lost to domestic abuse.” 
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